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Yalobusha Review

Steve Almond

Straight Drop
This was many years ago. I was twenty and living Steamboat, Colorado,
where I had come to hide from college; or, more precisely, from the
expectation that I would learn anything beyond what I knew already, and
thereby redeem myself along the
dictated by my family.
plan was to
take a winter off to ski, to clear my head for the brisk mandates of adulthood.
Then winter thawed and the mountains melted into steep puddles and
everyone responsible left, while I dropped my folks a brief letter noting that I
had found gainful employment and decided to say on until summer. This was
not entirely true.
Zeke and Bone, my roommates, were from Colorado. Both had been
gifted athletes once, which helped explain the grace with which they glided
through their own exuberant failures. I met them on Cloud Park, hunched
behind a ski patrol shack doing hits. Within a couple of weeks both had been
kicked off the mountain, Bone for getting a
operator stoned to the point
of incoherence, Zeke for decking a surgeon from Aspen who had accused
him, rightly, of theiving his highball; this in the lodge at the base of the
mountain.
There must have been a reason we moved in together, though that reason,
like a number of others, is lost to me now. I only knew that something bad
was going to happen, something very bad
and I was biding my
time, hoping this bad thing would make my next move clear. I soon
stopped skiing.
Zeke and Bone spent their days plotting how to obtain liquor, or other
substances capable of putting the world into proper perspective. These plans
rarely involved the exchange of currency. Zeke was the first to suggest armed
robbery, or perhaps it was Bone. I remember only that one of them
muttered something about heading over to Rocklin to do some business. I
was heading out to my part-time job as an orderly at the local convelescent
home.
“We’ll be by later,” Zeke said.
“I’m not off till midnight,” I said.
“Take these,” Bone said. “These will make everything much better.” He
handed me two pills the color of pollen.
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By the time I walked into the Steamboat Senior Commons, I was
rhapsodic, dazzled, in full narcotic bloom.
“Bernice wants to see you,” Kim told me. Kim was the receptionist, a
high-school graduate with a great head of black hair and a tiny fluted mouth.
looked like every girl who had never slept with me.
“Bernice?”
“Your girlfriend. Mrs. Schulsky. Remember?”
“I thought you were my girlfriend,” I said.
“No,” Kim said. “That is just a terrible nightmare I keep having.”
fingering her engagement ring. The floor around her shimmered. Down the
hall I could hear one of the private nurses trying to coax Mr. Carlton into
his bath. “Don’t you want to get clean?” she asked. Mr. Carlton made a
sound like he was going to spit.
Most of the residents on
wing were not, technically, cognizant, which
meant I could spend most of my shift hiding from the nurses the smoking
lounge. Bernice
was the exception. As the elderly are wont, she
had decided upon meeting me that I looked like, and might in fact be, a dear
young cousin of hers named Benjamin. I had tried to disabuse her of this
notion many times, even going so far as to grow a beard. (“Shave that
ridiculous thing off your face,” she said.)
So now, whenever I showed up to work I would
her a visit first thing,
to avoid the disquieting possibility of having her page me.
couldn’t feed
herself, and had trouble distinguishing between where her body ended and
the rest of the world began, but she knew my schedule cold.
“Hello, Mrs.
” I said.
“Benjamin?”
“Yeah, it’s me.”
Mrs. Schulsky turned to face me. She had this old lady makeup splotched
all over her face. It looked like someone had smacked her in the head with a
bag of flour. “Where were you Thursday night, Benjamin?”
“Sick.”
Mrs. Schulsky raised her chin skeptically.
Her room smelled of camphor and baby wipes. I could see pill bottles and
gauze on the night stand. There was also a framed photo of Mrs. Schulsky
with a baby propped in her lap, a grandson I supposed. Even
profile he
was hideously ugly, squinty-eyed, with a dark red
his scalp. I
always felt terrible for the kid.
“You missed a special day, Benjamin. Do you realize that?”
tongue had assumed the consistency of chalk. The lights were blinking
now, and shadows were being thrown-violently, it seemed to me-against the
walls outside the door. I lowered myself into the folding chair beside her bed
and waited for my high to subside a little before answering, “No.”
“Thursday was my birthday, Benjamin. I’m 89 years old.”
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“Not great,” she said. “Please shut the door.”
Mrs. Schulsky waited for me to sit again and fixed me with a look. “Do
you suppose anyone visits me anymore, Benjamin?”
The question was a complicated one. I closed my eyes, a dubious
gesture toward concentration. When I opened
eyes, the walls looked
terribly flimsy, as if they would blow down with the slightest breeze. “I bet
you get a few visitors,” I said finally.
“And who do you suppose those vistors arc?”
“Family and stuff.”
“You know very well that I don’t have any family here, other than you,
Benjamin. The others lives in California. Sunny California.”
“Friends.”
“My friends are dead, dear.”
“I visit you. Me. Benjamin.”
“You don’t count,” she said. “You are a cousin. A very distant one, I’m
afraid.”
From somewhere in my periphery, I heard a phone ringing. Mrs. Schulsky
began clawing at the air. Her dept perception was lousy. “See,” I said.
“There’s a call right there. Someone’s calling you.” I went over and picked
up the phone.
“
degenerate friend on line one,” Kim said.
There was a beep.
“Hey dumbshit, we’re coming by to pick you up.” It was
I glanced up at Mrs. Schulsky. “
shift just started.”
“Important business, bud. Gonna have to leave the geezers hanging.”
“I’ll get fired.”
“They won’t even know you’re gone. That’s the beauty of working with
vegetables. We’ll be by a few.”
“I can’t-”
“What rhymes with dick?” Bone said. Then he hung up.
Click.

“That was my friend,” I told Mrs. Schulsky. “I’m going to have to go.”
I watched her outstretched arm go slack.
“They cut off
toes yesterday, Benjamin.”
“What?”
“My toes, Benjamin. They amputated.”
I looked down toward the foot of the bed.
“You didn’t notice the bandages,” Mrs. Schulsky said helpfully. “Because
my feet were under a quilt.”
“Jesus,” I said. “I mean, that must be, you know, rough.”
Mrs. Schulsky inhaled significantly. “Not especially. Diabetes froze all the
nerves down there ten years ago. Toes are the least of my problems, kiddo.
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My kidneys are ruined. I can’t keep food down. Tubes run and out of
me.
bones are dry as driftwood. Do you understand what I’ telling
you, Benjamin?”
I regarded her more carefully. I knew from seeing her carted off to the
hospital that Mrs. Schulsky was bald as a balloon. But today she was wearing
a crumpled brown wig, which made her face look drawn and terribly narrow.
“I need you to help me,” she said. Her tiny body twisted and she pulled
something from behind her pillow. For a second, I thought it was a brownie
or something wrapped
a napkin. Then I saw the trigger.
“That’s a gun.”
“Twenty-five caliber, Rohn. German, ironically. I fashioned the silencer
out of a disposable diaper. Adversity being the mother, as you know.
husband-my late husband-was of the belief that a beautiful lady should
always
armed.”
I nodded carefully.
“What I need you to do,” Mrs. Schulsky said, “is shoot me.” She pointed
at the papery skin between her eyes. “Here."
Things were getting confusing. I understood the stuff about how
miserable her life was, because that was a guilt trip and I was used to those.
But this request was something else. It occurred to me that she expected me
to convince her not to commit suicide, a situation I had encountered a
number of times on television. “You don’t want to do this,” I said. This
sounded good to me-the short of thing someone would yell to a distraught
character on a wind-swept ledge. I stood, as if to assume some unrealized
authority.
Mrs. Schulsky pointed her little gun at me, holding it with both hands. I
sat down.
“In my top drawer is a piece of paper, Benjamin.” I heard the safety click
off. “I need you to remove this paper and place it on the bedstand.”
The note was nearly illegible, the scrawl angled downward, like a child’s.
After much thought, she wrote, I have taken my own life. Please forgive me.
I could not go on. Bernice Schulsky. Mrs. Schulsky shook the gun. “I’d do it
myself, Benjamin, believe me. But I’ afraid
hands are too weak. I’
not sure I can work the trigger. Guns are awful heavy.”
I directed a look at her meant to convey how truly unreasonable she was
being. “Can’t you just take some sleeping pills?” I myself was suddenly
exhausted. I considered curling up to sleep, the hopes that when I
awokethis would all be over.
Mrs.
squinted crossly. “They don’t give sleeping pills to
the inmates.”
“But they give you guns?”
“The gun is mine.”
“I’ve never shot anyone. I’m not qualified.”
“All you’ve got to do is hold tight,” she said. “And pull.”
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My head dipped between my knees. There was a long
during
which I felt certain I could hear the blood in my brain pan swirling. Then
Mrs.
touched me. Her fingertips felt like twigs against my whiskers.
I got real sorrowful for a minute, because I realized she was right: there was
no one who wanted anything to do with her anymore except me, and I was
just paid to come by and make sure she
“I don’t want to be alive, Benjamin.
husband is dead.
family has
moved on. Help me.”
From the next room came the sounds of a radio, the buttery voice of an
announcer, then automatic roars of laughter that rose and fell abruptly. A car
horn honked.
“It’s wrong to kill,” I said.
“Oh please. You’re not killing. You’re doing me a favor.”
She handed me the note, which I rather obediently set on her nightstand.
Then she handed me the gun.
“You shouldn’t even have this,” I told her. “I’m going to turn this in.”
Another honk sounded.
Mrs.
began to weep. “Do you know what your name means? It
means 'He who is on the right side of God.’ Did you know that, Benjamin?
Do you suppose it would
fair of you to wear that name around if you were
to leave me here to suffer? To end pain is not a sin, Benjamin.”
“Benjamin?” Bone stood in the doorway.
He was wearing an oversized sweater, one of mine, and his eyes were those
of a fawn, inky, with a delicate rim of blue. Whatever he’d given me, he’d
saved the rest for himself. “What’s with the Derringer?” he said.
Mrs. Schulsky propped herself up a bit and said, without the slightest
hesitation, “My name is Bernice Schulsky. I am 89 years old and in a great
deal of pain. I have asked your friend to shoot me.”
Bone felt around in his froth of hair. “Right now?” he said.
I could tell you that the next few minutes felt like a movie, or a dream-I
have used both lines in the past-or that my actions were guided by some
romantic brand of inner torment. The truth is I was simply young and
hingeless. I had skied long enough to know that the faintest cornice
sometimes gives way to a straight drop. But I had not made the connection,
not lived long enough to distinguish a small mistake from a large one, a
single errant deed from a fulcrom.
I looked at Bone and he looked down at Mrs. Schulsky. Her limbs, what
you could see of them under all the bedding, were delicate, pale, strangely
elongated.
might have been made of taffy. Her proximity to death gave
her an unbearable power. And her tears, after all, were quite real.
Bone looked deeply moved. “She says to dust her, man.”
My arm lifted the gun, tested its heft. It was cool to the touch, gnarled
with rust. There were bullets inside the delicately knicked chamber, and the
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barrel was full of dank, expectant air. Staring at this carefully conceived hunk
of metal, I stumbled against an odd clarity: the device was waiting to be used.
God knows how the old lady had gotten it, but there it was, in my hand,
with a job to do. And why was I here on earth anyway? I was here to help. It
did not feel complicated. I held the gun to her temple.
“Are you crazy,” Bone said. He looked at me like I actually was. “You
gotta put a pillow up against her or shit’s gonna get all over you.”
He stepped toward the bed and leaned over Mrs. Schulsky. His giant hand
clamped onto one of the pillows behind her and gently tugged.
lifted
herself willingly. They looked like old lovers engaged in a ballet of bedtime
compromise. He smiled. Then she.
I watched her lips make a few silent words. Then I raised the gun.
There were scenes later. I know that. We drove to Rocklin, meaning to
hold up a liquor store and robbed, instead, a gas station. We got smashed,
even more smashed I should say, and told some people about what we’d
done, and later the cops came. I may have tried to hit them. My folks wrote
me a letter in prison that began: “We arc not angry.”
I can say these things now because it has been a long time and my mind
has been gracious enough to bury the worst of it. The crimes themselves
remain a little blurry to me, a situation I am sometimes gladdened by, and
urged toward by those who insist, through their relentless actions, that they
are the positive people in my life.
But most of my days now are full of everything I have never done, and will
never do, and something about this arrangment still insists on details. I
remember only a few.
I remember the warm solid curve of that trigger, and Mrs. Schulsky’s
steady final breath, which smelled of burnt walnuts. I remember narrowing
my eyes, turning my head away, the movement of
finger a few degrees. I
curled that finger as I would
asking a lover to come hither, to step through
the darkness toward me.
And even now, years later, I can remember how I felt that tiny holy
moment afterwards: a sense of relief, a sense of having done right, as if the
rest of my life lay like a bright promise before me, having just begun.
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